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"In youth we learn; in age we understand." 

- Marie Von Ebner-Eschenbach (Austrian novelist, 1830-1916) 

In this issue of VOICE, we take the slices of life of the contemporary youth lifestyle, and 

focus on what constitutes towards the identity and identification of the late post-80s 

and post-90s generation in Hong Kong, as well as some of the identity conflicts and 

problems which they face. 
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Six-Items-or-Less 



Text/ Tracy LAM 




ave you ever been in a situation where youwake up in the morning 
try to select the best outfit for your day but cannot make a decision be- 
cause there's just too many clothes to choose from? Do you still buy like 

a shopaholic even though your wardrobe is overflowing with clothes you haven't? 

worn before? 



The phenomenon of youth consumerism has been a major social problem in recent years. Many people in 
society tend to attribute the reason why problem has worsened to an overall improved living standard in 
many countries around the world. Under this environment of affluence, a lot of teenagers become spoiled 
by their parents and therefore can easily get as much pocket money as they want. Furthermore, the devel- 
opment of the Internet and infiltration of the mass media enables youth these days to conveniently obtain 
information on different products. There are also increasingly more ways for teenagers to consume: For 
the most part, specialty shops have been springing up all over Hong Kong. The surge of second-hand brand 
bags retail shops (such as Milan Station) since 2000 have been providing another quick and easy way for 
city goers to purchase branded hand bags at a relatively cheaper price. In addition, the Internet provides 
another quick and easy for teenagers to purchase branded products. With just one click of the mouse and a 
credit card, they can buy the latest designer bags at any time. As a result, youth know more and buy more. 
But, do we really need that much? 

The method 

An interesting web experiment was carried out by a group of people travelling from California to Dubai in 
the attempt to examine the endless teenage consumption trend. On 21st June 2010, the experiment kick 
started and the progress, which was updated in realtime, gained the attention of many youth in the online 
social networking community. Each participant was able to choose six (and only six) items of clothing and 
had to pledge that they would only wear these six items of clothing for a month. Exceptions included under- 
garments, swim wear, work-out clothes, work uniforms, outer jackets (rain slicker, outdoor jacket), shoes 
and accessories. Participants were allowed to get multiples of the same items for laundry purposes, but 
different colors counted as separate items. 

The results 

Initially, some people found it very difficult to choose six items from their wardrobes for the next thirty 
days. Some people chose items that were casual and comfortable whilst others worried about the fact that 
they would not have anything to wear for special occasions. However, most of the participants agreed that 
they spent much less time to get dressed than before because of the reduced number of choices. 
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Valeriewins, a participant from New York City, said that she would like to treat 
this experiment as a '30-day-pause' for her shopaholic habit. In the past, she al- 
ways bought articles of clothing that she did not really need on an impulse. She 
would wear the item immediately as she was in the 'post-shopping euphoria'. 
But when she eventually realized that she was wearing a superfluous item that 
she did not need, the item was already nonrefundable as it had already been 
worn. During the experiment, all the things she bought could only be worn un- 
til after the experiment ended, and it thus motivating her to hold back her im- 
pulses in buying and and instead focus on shopping for her principle needs. 

Laundry was the biggest issue for most of the participants during the experi- 
ment. It was troublesome in the way that people had to wash their clothes every day or more 
often as they usually do because they were limited to those 6 items. What is interesting is that as time went 
by, many of the participants realized that what clothes they wore weren't as conspicious to others as they 
thought. People treated them the same and interacted with them the same. "Clothes sort of have become 
just something you put on so you can get on with your day." said Kathy Babb from San Antonio, Texas. 

According to Maslow's hierarchy of needs, clothing provides necessary protection from the elements, so it 
is included in the largest and lowest needs at the bottom of the pyramid. Clothing is indeed our basic need. 
However, when clothing becomes a matter of gaining recognition and respect, this become less important 
when compared to self-esteem which is at the second layer of the pyramid from the top. Buying a lot of 
nice clothes might help us to become a stylish and fabulous person which in turn may help with our social 
standing. 

Blog postings by participants in the experiment thus reflected the minor importance of outwardly expres- 
sions of self in the form of clothing: 

iiUaybe I really got tired of wearing the same outfits all the time but I wasn't 
' ' goTng to die.. I realized in the world today most people have wardrobes filled 
with clothing, when they don't really need it."- shannonandkids, Coronado, CA 

it I have saved money, as overall I just stopped spending mindlessly on dinners 
11 out, nik-naks and unnecessary outgoings. I hope this lasts." - Keava, New York 



" 



The identity of youth in the 21st century is multifaceted and under the influence of a commodity led and 
consumption driven globalized hierarchy. Though the pursuit of materialism builds up a shimmering ex- 
ternal social identity, when all this is stripped away, this experiment reminds us that what holds true is our 
definition of ourselves and self worth. 
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In today's world, under the influence of globalization, there has been a progressive change in different 
cultures and identities. A sense of cultural imperialism has taken place whereby powerful first work 
cultures have started to dominate (Alexander, 2003]. Cultures are integrating and identities are fusing. 
It is inevitable that the citizens of the world are increasingly adopting the multicultural, multiracial 'global 
citizen' identity. 

The term globalization is the process by which regional economies, societies, and cultures have be 
tegrated through a global network of communication, transportation, and trade. Globalization did not take 
place until recent years, when changes occurred within learning systems across the world. People from dif- 
ferent ethnic backgrounds are free to perform intellectual cultural exchange in terms of ideas, values and 
knowledge. This process of educational exchange provides vital chances for all individuals to develop their 
own distinct inter-personal skills as well as getting ready to enter the competitive and diverse society ahead. 
The increasing internationalism of education has had effects on cultures worldwide. Cultural barriers are 
broken down everywhere as a result of global education and citizenship. In addition to educating students 
on international affairs, global citizenship also promotes respect for each unique and individual culture. In 
turn, this promotes the acts of students studying abroad as well as university exchanges and transfers (Ves- 
tal, 1994]. But is this really the case? In this article, the issue is examined at a micro-scale by looking into the 
internationalism at the University of Hong Kong. 

At the University of Hong Kong (HKU], relatively large sums of financial funds and resources are spent on 
the provision of financial aid, international scholarship and reservation of spaces at accommodation halls 
to attract students from overseas. Being the top university in Asia and the 21st best university in the worli 
is undoubtedly attractive to international students overseas. In 2010, HKU received 8,000 applications from 
around the world and it is highly likely that these numbers will continue to rise with this onset of globaliza- 
tion. 





By moving into a completely different environment and to survive in a new community, the process of adap- 
tion is not easy. International students often have to adjust themselves, likewise learning Cantonese, in order 
to be fully integrated into the local society. This raises an essential problem of perceiving globalization as a 
form of neutralization, where one dominant cultural identity becomes the norm and drives out the diverse 
cultural identities of individuals (Chinnammai, 2005]. Does globalization eventually lead to a loss of diverse 
identities within individuals? Can a balance be struck between the two? With these questions in mind, we 
conducted interviews and surveys with a variety of international students in HKU to uncover the truth. 
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Interview conducted with an exchange student: Laura, from UC Berkeley 

I J Hall life: what is your first impression of hall life? I live in Patrick Manson, which is an all-girls dorm. 
It's just for residential purposes and there's no hall activities. However, I heard from my local freshmen 
friends about hall life and it reminds me of hazing in Greek life back in America, which is basically like tortur- 
ing freshmen. 



2) Academic life: how different is HKU to your secondary school/home university life? Before I came 
here, I heard that HKU was like the "Harvard of Asia", but the sociology classes are a complete joke. For exam- 
ple, the lectures aren't compulsory, the readings aren't useful and the only important part of the courses are 
finals. I think it'd be better if they portioned out the classes. Back in Berkeley, our classes were really intense 
and everyone went to lectures to take notes. 




<S 



3) Language barrier: do you feel a sense of isolation among Cantonese speaking locals? Even though 
1 speak minimal Chinese, I still feel a sense of isolation with the locals, because locals don't really talk to 
exchange students. The only time I get to communicate with them is for group projects. I guess it's easier 
to make friends with exchange students, because we all want to explore Hong Kong together, whereas local 
students already know the area well. Nevertheless, I think that knowing a bit of Cantonese is really useful in 
Hong Kong. 

SH 

4) Culture shock: how different are your expectations prior to coming to HKU and the real life situ- 
ation? I grew up in Chinatown in America when I was young, so there wasn't much culture shock because 
I'm used to being surrounded by Asians. The only culture shock I've experienced here is not seeing many 
African-Americans and Latinos, because back home in Portland I lived in a very diverse area and there were 
lots of different ethnicities. 

5) Interpersonal relations with local students: what are your first impressions of local students? Do 
you get along with them? I get along with them when I have the chance to talk to them, but I don't really 
develop close relationships with them due to our differences. 



I 



6) What is your identity? I consider myself an Asian American, but in Hong Kong I'm labelled as an 
"American-born Chinese" and in America I'm labelled as a "Chinese American". 

7) How important is your identity - is it an integral part of you? My identity is not that important to 
me, but I find it offensive when I am labelled as a "chink" (pure Chinese) in America, because I've been born 
and raised in America, so obviously I'm familiar with American culture. 



8) Do you struggle with identity crisis? In Hong Kong, I 
experience minimal forms of identity crisis, because the old- 
er generation tends to look down on me and not consider me 
Chinese since I can't read or write the language. But back in 
America, I speak the primary language (English) and Chinese, 
so I don't struggle with an identity crisis. 
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Interview conducted with a full time international student : Douglon, 
from Boston W^ 

1) Hall life: what is your first impression of hall life? I lived in University Hall last year and I felt that it 
was really focused on Hong Kong culture. For example, all the activities and even the menu was in Chinese. I 
was not forced to participate in the activities, but the noisy activities late at night often interrupted my sleep, 
so it affected me in this aspect. 




2) Academic life: how different is HKU to your secondary school/home university life? I feel like the 
standards in HKU are not as high compared to my high school, because I used to get worse grades back in 
high school. I'm just not used to the local focus, because I don't really understand when professors make 
references to Hong Kong culture or slang words in Cantonese. Even though there is a heavier workload in 
HKU, the grading system is pretty loose so it's easier to get good grades here. 



3) Language barrier: do you feel a sense of isolation among Cantonese speaking locals? Even thou^ 
I speak minimal Cantonese, I still feel excluded from them. It's difficult to socialise with them because 
language barrier and I feel like I'm a burden to locals when speaking in English to them. 



;h 



4) Culture shock: how different are your expectations prior to coming to HKU and the real life situ 
tion? Before coming to HKU, I never realised there was such a great cultural difference between Hong Kong 
locals and mainlanders, because I always thought they just spoke different dialects. In terms of fashion style, 
it was a real culture shock to see male locals carrying handbags and wearing tight pants, because it's rare to 
see this really feminine style back in the States. 





5) Interpersonal relations with local students: what are your first impressions of local students? Do 
you get along with them? Generally speaking I think locals are nice, but I think they don't have much inter- 
est in talking to me because of the cultural barrier. Also, most of them are really timid and I usually only meet 
locals through a mutual friend. 

6) What is your identity? I consider myself American, like a foreigner who can speak minimal Chinese 
and understand Chinese culture, but I will never fit into this form of culture. 

i 

7) How important is your identity - is it an integral part of you? I think it's important to myself as an 
individual and I don't really get offended when people make fun of my heritage. Actually in HKU 
land Chinese make fun of me because they don't consider me as truly "Chinese". 




8) Do you struggle with identity crisis? I used to struggle with identity crisis back in the States, but 
don't have this problem anymore. After coming to HKU, I feel that being here has solidified my Americ 
identity. 
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n the attempt to get a better perspective on the 
identity issues that university student face, a survey 
was also conducted. 



"Do you currently possess any of these 
identities?" 

i National identity ■ Cultural identity ■ Global citizen/nomad identity 



o 



We can observe certain phenomena related to identity 
issues. Out of the three types of identities (national, 
cultural, global/nomadic), 9 people (47%) chose na- 
tional identity as the one which is most important to 
them. Therefore, they believe that belonging to part of 
a country is a major factor that constitutes their iden- 
tity. When they are away from their home country, at 
least 6 out of 12 (50%) students believe that they are 

only integrated as a student at HKU to a certain extent. The main factors that affect this form of integration 
are interpersonal relations and languages. 

While the process of adaptation may threaten an individual's national identity, the experience of studying in 
HKU allows the person to open up and understand diverse cultures of the world. By studying at HKU, 7 out of 
12 students (59%) feel that they have become more open and sensitive to other cultures. Through academic 
learning and personal interaction, global education teaches students to understand cultures that extend 
beyond their national boundaries and learn to respect and appreciate each unique culture in the world. 



i I 



"By studying at HKU, do you feel as if you are 
more sensitive and open to other cultures?" 



I No QTo some extent 




Referring to the interviews of Laura and Douglon in the 
previous article, although both students speak minimal 
Cantonese, they express that the language barrier pre- 
vents them from interacting with locals. As Douglon men- 
tions, he feels that he becomes a "burden when speaking 
English" to locals. As a result, the lack of fluency in Can- 
tonese prevents international students from communi- 
cating with locals. Most of the international students' 
opinions on adjustment or coping strategies indicate that 
learning Cantonese helps them connect with local stu- 
dents. 
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Coping and Adjustment Strateg ies 

How can one adapt and adjust to such changes? How can one integrate into their host society? Since this 
issue of identity and integration is such a common occurrence amongst international students around the 
world, psychologists have come up with a few suggestions that could be used to help them deal with poten- 
tial problems that they may face. 




Based upon previous studies, researchers from Kansas State University [Tseng & Newton, 1999] proposed 
that when we do not feel accepted by society or when we feel that we don't fit in, our sense of self is auto- 
matically threatened. According to Tseng & Newton [1999], international students in particular may experi- 
ence bouts of "homesickness, loneliness, depression, frustration, alienation, isolation, the loss of status or 
identity, and feelings of worthlessness". 



What could be done about this? In order to achieve such a mindset, Tseng & Newton (1999) suggested a 
number of positive adjustment strategies. 

• Knowing yourself and others: In order to fit in, you must know yourself first. You must know who 
you are and you must understand the similarities and differences between your own culture and the host 
culture. It is important to be aware of what you are used to but at the same time, accept and be open to other 
people. This reduces possible feelings of culture shock, issues to do with norms and regulations and conflict- 
ing values. As the respondents in the Kansas State University study reported, "I knew what I'd like to do here, 
so I tried to overcome every difficulty I met", "understanding and knowing the American culture> actually, 
will help me to find joy in my own way". 





• Making friends and building relationships: Social networks are always important in the role of as- 
similation. It has been long founded that social support relieves stress and benefits the mind. Friends are 
always reliable. It is a good idea to reach out to members of your own race or culture as college counsellors 
and locals may not be always aware of different expressions of emotions (Komiya & Eells, 2001] and differ- 
ent cultures and customs. However on the flip side, it is also important to build relationships outside of your 
own race of culture. This way, international students will feel better assimilated and adjusted to their new 
environment. Maintaining a healthy balance of both forms of relationships would be most beneficial; •-- 

• Expanding your individual world view: By expanding one's knowledge about the world, one will be 
more sensitive and aware of others. It is effective as a coping strategy because if international students 
are more open, then they would not feel as distanced from the local culture. Moreover, they would be less 
inclined to stress on the differences in values, norms and traditions of the host city or country. As a student 
mentioned, "The greater knowledge I have about the world, the more I know the differences in pec 
the more I am able to deal with the conflict". (Tseng & Newton, 1999) 

• Asking for help and handling problems: Sometimes, when things get really rough it may 
reach out and ask for help. Help could be found in various forms. International students could search online 
for coping strategies or visit a college counsellor. If it is for a trivial matter, they could simply ask the locals or 
anyone else in their host community. From the study conducted by Tseng & Newton (1999), foreign students 
found that asking for help was always "a useful means of dealing with problems and of problem solving". 
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• Establishing cultural and social con- 
tacts: Get involved in activities. Get involved in 
university functions and affairs. This will only 
further help to break down the possible cultur- 
al or language barriers that may exist. In pre- 
vious studies, it was shown that international 
students found this as a useful coping strategy 
that helps to reduce distress caused by disin- 
tegration (Kaczmarek et al., 1994). 

• Building relationships with advisors and 
instructors: Researchers have found that forming a quality relationship between 

the university faculty and the students is also another way to build a reciprocal relationship. If international 
students expressed their interests in academic lectures, this will in turn fuel the professors' interest in them 
and will become more involved in their academic achievement and development. This mutually beneficial 
relationship actually serves to protect the mental well being of students (Mallinckrodt & Leong, 1992). 




to know the language: Chen (1999) suggested that getting to know the language is important 
because a lack of language proficiency is something that could potentially affect the self-concept and self- 
efficacy of international students. Not only will this proactive behaviour increase their social interactions, 
but it will also allow them to gain insight and useful knowledge about the host culture. 

Conclusion 

Perhaps, we can conclude that in today's HKU and even the global situation, language barrier remains as one 
of the prime intervention in the process of adjustment and identity search for international students. Not 
knowing the language well enough is as though you have lost the key to open the door to the heart of the cul- 
ture. Hence, this results in misconception, disintegration and fear of communication for all. People choose to 
stay within their comfort zone and the intention of exploring the uniqueness of individual's cultural identity 
is lost. But, is this really what we want? Being a student living in the 2 1st century, we should be open to other 
cultures and learn to embrace each unique cultural idea in the world. 
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